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DEAN WINTERNITZ AND THE REBIRTH OF THE YALE MEDICAL SCHOOL
IN THE 1920's
This account does not pretend to be a biography of the late Milton C.
Winternitz (1885-1959), or an attempt to go into either his early career or
his last years when he had left New Haven to occupy an important position
with the Division of Medical Sciences at the National Research Council in
Washington. Its objective is to describe his successful efforts to place a
second-rate medical school on its feet and elevate it to the front rank of
similar institutions in this country. He did far more than that, but it would
be too great a task for me to describe, as it deals with the innumerable in-
novations in medical education for which Dr. Winternitz was responsible,
not only during his deanship but in other years. Many were the tributes of
appreciation that appeared immediately after his death. An especially telling
one was written by Dr. Levin L. Waters.tl But now, after a lapse of a
decade, his achievements can be brought into more perspective; viewed in
this light, they still live.
Insofar as a prelude to this account is necessary, the author considers
himself fortunate in having been (in 1916-17) a second-year student at the
Johns Hopkins Medical School in Dr. Winternitz's time. Incidentally it was
the last year that that dean of pathologists, Dr. William H. Welch, was to
occupy the chair of pathology at the Johns Hopkins Medical School. But
Winternitz (Winter-as I came to know him in later years) did most of the
teaching in the year-long course in pathology. He gave to it its true mean-
ing-the study of disease.
In briefly sketching his early life he told me many times that he was
brought up in moderately straightened circumstances in the less favored
area of East Baltimore, in the shadow of the Johns Hopkins Hospital, which
had been formally opened in 1889. This institution was to occupy an exalted
position, almost as a veritable shrine among its poorer surroundings where
Winternitz grew up, the son of a Czechoslovakian immigrant doctor. In his
struggles for an education he had set for himself what seemed an almost
unattainable objective, the dream that he might one day occupy a position
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as a doctor in that great hospital which was close to his own doorstep. By
a remarkable set of circumstances his dream was realized and he graduated
in Medicine at the Johns Hopkins Medical School in 1907. And then to add
to the success story, he found a place in the Department of Pathology un-
der Welch, whom he idolized to the extent of constantly seeking a kind of
"parental" guidance throughout the latter's life. One of Winternitz's sons
bears the name of William Welch Winternitz.
Although Welch recognized the young Winternitz's ability from the start,
it has never ceased to be a mystery to me that Welch tolerated him as a
member of his Department, for even as long as a decade. "Popsy" Welch
was to us students a kindly and infinitely wise old gentleman who always
did his best to help and encourage medical students in the learning process,
whereas Winternitz was cocky in his younger days, almost a martinet. He
taught by the method of terrorism. The student's reaction to him was that
he was a little Napoleon, protected by that kindly soul, "Popsy" Welch.
When Winter entered the arena of the autopsy room with students occupy-
ing tier upon tier of surrounding benches, you could have heard a pin drop.
He would walk slowly to the tray where certain gross pathological speci-
mens had been previously set out, and selecting one of them, he would pro-
ceed to hold it up and walk twice around the narrow confines of the central
arena. Woe to the hapless student who was called upon by Winter to de-
scribe this specimen and to explain the nature of the lesion if he was un-
prepared or went about his task in a faltering manner. And yet, looking
back on those days, the image comes to me that it was a trial by fire and
once you had experienced it, learning the principles of disease and its causa-
tion came all the easier.* Class after class had been through this harrowing
experience. Most members of these classes admitted that Winter was a
terrible little guy, and yet they could not help liking him; after it was all
over they felt themselves the better for it, provided they were fortunate
enough to have passed the course in Pathology. Some few did not.
It was a far cry from the teaching practices of today, when it would
almost seem as if it were the professor who experiences the terrorism.
Winternitz's method at least induced a spirit of humbleness in the students,
and he continued his former approach to teaching with some modifications
almost until his retirement from the Yale Medical School. In fact, he was a
devoted teacher, undistracted from his proper vocation by the innumerable
committees and meetings that today so frequently divert professors from
their own work.
But let us go back to the time in 1917 when Winternitz first arrived in
New Haven to take over the chairmanship of the Department of Pathology
*An old saying is relevant here: "No knowledge without tears."
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at the Yale Medical School. It was shortly after he had received a severe
blow: he had hoped to succeed Welch at Johns Hopkins, yet the recom-
mendation for the Yale appointment must have been made by Welch.
Winternitz, having recovered with his customary courage, was determined
to build a department at Yale that would make Welch proud of him.
At the start he was faced with a discouraging situation, considering what
the Yale Medical School then was; with its reputation yet to make, perhaps
it would never make it. However, it was not long before his efforts to
revivify the school were felt, for he was to become Dean of this School
within two years of his arrival.
Although the Yale Medical School was a venerable one as far as this
country was concerned, having been founded jointly by the Connecticut
State Medical Society and Yale College in 1810, yet it never seemed to
have flourished during the latter half of the nineteenth century. Indeed prior
to World War I it was definitely a second-rate medical school with only a
handful of students. And yet, oddly enough, in 1915 it had on its faculty a
very distinguished group of men: Yandell Henderson as Professor of
Physiology, Lafayette Mendel of vitamin fame in Biochemistry, Flint in
Surgery, and a pair of very able and wise clinicians-George Blumer and
Wilder Tileston in Internal Medicine.
In 1915, and for some years before and afterwards it had been felt that
the University itself paid scant attention to its medical school, which was
rather remotely situated on York Street. Some said that the school was only
proving to be more and more of a financial burden on the University. There
was little wonder that it languished. Indeed, it might well have dissolved at
this time had it not been for the untiring efforts of George Blumer, Pro-
fessor of Medicine and Dean. His plans for the school were not only up-to-
date but far reaching, and yet unfortunately he did not have the financial
backing to carry them out.
As I have already intimated, this was changed in 1917 when Winternitz
arrived in town. He plunged into his new duties with a vim that came from
an innate confidence reenforced by the knowledge that powerful influences
were there to back him up. William H. Welch had been a loyal graduate of
Yale College and Winternitz's move to Yale had been made at his request.
And also it was just at the time when the medical schools of this country
were undergoing a ferment (which had already proved so strong that it was
hardly to be dampened by current World War I activities) over the recent
publication of the Abraham Flexner report on Medical Education.' The re-
form campaign that this report initiated was at the flood.
Welch, having recognized Winternitz's ability, and being the staunch
friend and ally that he was, had pledged himself to encourage the Rockefel-
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ler Foundation in efforts to transform a number of American medical
schools into institutions that championed the use of the full-time system in
their clinical departments. This proved to be an idea very foreign to the
rank and file of physicians, academic or otherwise, and anathema to some of
them. Even Dr. William Osler, then Regius Professor of Medicine at Ox-
ford University in England, who in his early days had suggested the crea-
tion of a full-time professorship of Medicine at McGill University, later was
to warn against this becoming a universal practice.
The American medical schools that were to undergo this transformation
included the University of Rochester, Washington University, Vanderbilt,
Yale, and several others. Within two years of the time when Winternitz
came to Yale, the faculty of the Medical School, sensing the fact that here
was no ordinary professor of Pathology, elected him as its Dean-indeed,
as the man to lead the school out of the woods. This position had and was to
have its quota of thorny problems, but Winter surmounted them one by one
and presently the school found itself worthy of the great University under
whose protection it was.
I will not attempt, nor could I, to describe the efforts to reorganize the
Medical School under the last years of President Hadley, whose term of
office ended in June 1921. According to Morris Hadley's biographical ac-
count of his father,' and Dr. Herbert Thoms' account, the original plans for
the medical school were not the work of President Hadley but of the then
current Dean (1910-20), Dr. George Blumer, a busy practitioner and medi-
cal consultant, and Winternitz's predecessor. Hadley's overall contribution,
made in the later years of his presidency of Yale, was his insistance that
before any reorganization took place, Yale must have a first-rate medical
school, or none at all. His final effort was to back up the new Dean (Winter-
nitz) in the latter's plans and in his cherished hope that the necessary en-
dowment would be raised, for Yale University had carried the medical
school at a considerable deficit for a number of years. No wonder the rest
of the University regarded it in the light of a second-rate appendange whose
only attribute was that it seemed to be eating into the funds that would
otherwise have gone to bolstering the salaries of the faculty of Yale College.
At the start, the new Dean had to deal with a discouraged medical faculty
whose members felt that, to put it mildly, the full strength of Yale Univer-
sity was not behind them. Also, in order to raise money for the proper en-
dowment of the school, Winternitz faced the task of having to demote a
number of New Haven's prominent practitioners of medicine and surgery
from their exalted positions on the faculty where they had always enter-
tained the thought that they were secure. This demotion was to an inferior
rank-a mere clinical or part-time professor, who, when an expert con-
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sultant was needed, was expected to give way to a member of the full-time
faculty, familiar with the latest diagnostic tests which generally could be
made only in the New Haven Hospital. To make matters worse, his reforms
were directly opposed to those of a group of prominent physicians and
surgeons, largely graduates of Yale College, that had been appointed by
President Hadley for the express purpose of finding a proper direction for
the medical school. This Committee's opinion was that Yale should not at-
tempt to compete with established medical schools of this country: Harvard,
Columbia University's College of Physicians and Surgeons, the University
of Pennsylvania Medical School and Johns Hopkins, not only because the
Yale school was not up to the task, but because it lacked the clinical facili-
ties of a large city where there might be a number of hospitals open to the
medical students. Also, among Winternitz's many problems, a touchy one
was that in order to implement his reforms he had to accept Rockefeller
money to support such a radical full-time venture. This was considered by
some in the 1920s as tantamount to the acceptance of a bribe made with
tainted money, an idea which has long since been buried.
But Winternitz, having made his decisions one by one, went about the
task of gathering together the best young medical scientists and physicians
on whom he could lay his hands to fill the recently created full-time positions
for professors and their assistants in the clinical departments. Among the
distinguished men he recruited were Dr. Francis G. Blake, John P. Peters,
and William T. Stadie from the Hospital of the Rockefeller Institute in In-
ternal Medicine, and Dr. Edwards A. Park and Grover Powers in Pedi-
atrics, from Johns Hopkins.
Besides choosing an excellent new faculty of young, eager and well-
trained men imbued with the idea of making the full-time system work, he
had the more difficult task of holding his faculty together because tempting
offers soon came from rival medical schools to entice Winter's top men
away from New Haven at higher salaries. Also, in promoting the full-time
system, Winternitz ran into a troublesome situation which strained relations
between Town and Gown. Unless handled diplomatically, the accusation
could be made justly that any new full-time university hospital, particularly
in the 1920s, was a menace to the financial resources of the general practi-
tioners, physicians, and surgeons practicing within the local area. A number
of private patients were apt to be drained away to this hospital, patients
who would otherwise have been treated by local physicians and surgeons
both at home or at the several local hospitals in the city. Winter gave up
countless evenings to discussions with physicians in medical societies on this
very problem. In his efforts to smooth the ruffled and at times angry feelings
of the local practitioners he was often aided by Drs. Blake and Peters but
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the latter's aid occasionally backfired. Peters, although he was a brilliant
medical scientist, was a militant reformer, and occasionally his utterances
on what practitioners chose to interpret as "Socialized Medicine," did not
represent the soul of diplomacy.
But eventually with the tremendous help of Yale's new president, James
R. Angell, Winter came out on top. From the very start of his deanship he
needed the sympathetic ear of the President of the University in these cru-
cial years, if he was ever going to succeed. Dr. Angell, fortunately enough,
went along with the idea that a great university should not only have col-
legiate aspirations but should be a community of scholars: in law, medicine,
sociology, classical studies and in science and engineering, where there
could be free interchange among the faculties of various disciplines. He was
naturally in favor of the view that the local private practice of medicine
should be left to the physicians of New Haven just as the routine practice
of law should be the rightful privilege of the lawyers of the city. Also, one
of his main efforts was to impress upon Yale College that it should support
its School of Medicine, however thankless this task seemed at first to be, if
not financially, at least morally.
In his plans for the school Winternitz was also able to gain the ears of a
certain number of the members of the Yale Corporation. As far as I know,
he was closer to Yale's president (Dr. Angell) and to the Corporation than
any dean of the medical school has been since the 1920s. He literally spent
hours interpreting his plans in the confines of Woodbridge Hall, and in ex-
plaining how he could perhaps raise funds from the Rockefeller Foundation
to implement them. Members of the Yale Corporation listened to such ar-
guments attentively. Fortunately enough he continued to have the support
of Dr. Welch, who was still a tower of strength wherever and whenever
Yale and medical science was concerned.
Suffice it to say that Winternitz succeeded miraculously in raising the
necessary funds for the chairs in Internal Medicine, Surgery, and Pediatrics
in an era when money for the clinical medical sciences was infinitely harder
to raise than it was in the 1940s and on through the early '60s. He also
seemed to have the gift of eliminating certain professors who to him repre-
sented dead wood, and who failed to follow or objected to the lines which
he advocated. It was amazing how he managed to do this-whether the pro-
fessor had tenure or not.
Furthermore, he initiated a building program which was to serve as a
realistic image of his efforts signalizing a rebirth of the school. Already in
1920 the building of the Sterling Hall of Medicine had provided a visible
symbol that the school had moved from York Street and that its proper
home was solidly entrenched just across from the hospital on Cedar Street.
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Almost a decade later, the old New Haven Hospital was transformed into
a modem structure of a university hospital, with built-in facilities for the
clinical medical faculty-laboratories, offices and classrooms for the holding
of seminars and demonstration clinics. Coincidentally, the buildings which
are now occupied by the Fitkin and Tompkins wards were erected, to ac-
commodate medical, pediatric, and surgical patients. Keeping pace with the
building program, Winter's plans for the school and the hospital proceeded
at an ever increasing rate. He introduced the system of cutting horizontally
across individual departmental lines. A successful example was the Neuro-
logical Study Unit. This innovation, which was enthusiastically received,
involved the Departments of Anatomy, Physiology, Pathology, Internal
Medicine, and Surgery.
But eventually the backlash began. Winter had outstripped himself in the
confidence which came from these successful ventures and had perhaps
raised false hopes in the minds of the several chairmen of his nine Depart-
ments that their projects were to be taken care of, and that in their ever
increasing efforts to expand, their demands for more space were to be met.
In brief, he had made certain commitments which, when the financial de-
pression of the 1930s came, he was unable to meet.
These events paved the way to Winternitz's removal as Dean. Certain
mutterings were heard as early as 1930 that Winter had done his stint. He
had established the school on a firm foundation and having done so "he was
through." To Winter himself, these rumblings meant little. He had other
fish to fry, and other more imaginative plans of what a modern medical
school should stand for and should be.' It was at this time that he joined
up with the young Robert M. Hutchins, Dean of the Yale Law School, and
a close friend. Together they proceeded to concoct a scheme whereby Yale
University could make a timely contribution to the local community, to the
ghettos if you will, of New Haven. It was a scheme far ahead of its time.
Winternitz's feeling was that the medical school had a responsibility to the
community not only to practice the best kind of medicine and surgery of
which it was capable, but to do more than that. He gradually came to the
realization that the school, besides having a major objective in the matter
of the delivery of medical care, especially to the local community, had a
larger aim. To accomplish this aim he needed help from other departments
in the University. I suspect that in the creation of this concept Winternitz
recalled visions of his own boyhood-when he had been inspired by the
great Johns Hopkins Hospital, rising in the midst of East Baltimore which
had represented a symbol of hope and of culture within an underprivileged
area.
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As already mentioned, to aid him in the planning of his new scheme he
enlisted the services of Robert Hutchins. Together they set out to create
an Institute of Human Relations for Yale University-an Institute to pro-
vide an arena in which the University, while maintaining its academic ideals,
could nevertheless deal with the responsibilities in helping to solve the prob-
lems of the community in whose midst it found itself. It was here that
President Angell's concept of an association of scholars came in, a compact
group of whom would provide the necessary leadership. Such an approach
has been considered time and time again in this modem age, but in the late
1920s it was a distinctly radical idea.
I hesitate to go into details about the actual aims of the organization of
the proposed Institute of Human Relations, but on its Board there were to
be lawyers, physicians, clergymen, sociologists, psychiatrists, and psychol-
ogists. The idea was that the medical school, while having an important
function in the Institute, could not be expected to bear the whole burden of
racial and poverty problems and organization of urban welfare.
Because the concept was so advanced, it immediately ran into opposition.
Its opponents in Yale University branded it as a hare-brained scheme. Other
universities pointed to Yale's plans with ridicule. I can well remember
spending an evening on the veranda of a hotel in Manchester, Vermont in
the late summer of 1929, listening to my old friend and former professor,
Andrew Flemming West, then Dean of the Graduate School at Princeton
University, explaining that this preposterous new Institute proposed by
Yale violated the very principles and objectives for which a university
stood. A university's function was to disseminate information and collect
it. It was not to give service to the local community. There was little doubt
that he considered the whole plan absurd-almost immoral.
The criticism coming from within the medical school was such that, com-
bined with other developments, it undermined plans for the Institute. For
one thing, Hutchins had resigned from co-leadership, having accepted the
presidency of the University of Chicago. And so, without this major sup-
port, motivation was weakened, in spite of efforts on Winternitz's part to
shore it up. Nevertheless, there was a grand opening and a dedicatory serv-
ice at which the President of the Rockefeller Foundation and the U.S.
Secretary of Labor, Ray Lyman Wilbur spoke, extolling Wintemitz's
vision. In the meantime Winternitz had gone ahead with the building for
the Institute but the space was soon taken over by the Department of Psy-
chiatry and a substantial part of the University's Department of Psychology.
These departments quickly moved in and reveled in their new-found space.
As far as I know, neither of these departments showed a tendency to de-
viate from their original thoroughly reasonable and independent aims. How-
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ever, if the aim was a governing body which had as its purpose the overall
control of the Institute with a plan of combining the multiple skills of uni-
versity professors for the benefit and development of the community, it fell
far short of the mark. These objectives were toward the solving of what
might be called today, "urban problems" and those of racism, poverty and
welfare. Here the scheme fell apart for want of leadership and the necessary
support. The extent to which Winternitz tried to salvage his Institute is
illustrated by the manner in which he tried to preserve its ideals to the bitter
end. For instance, in a conversation I had with my revered old teacher,
William H. Welch, held at the time of the Atlantic City meetings (about
1931), Welch, who had thrown his own weight behind the Institute, asked
me how it was getting along. He had heard little news of it in recent months
and considered that no news was good news. In my reply I inadvertently
spilled the beans, by saying that as far as the Department of Internal Medi-
cine and even the Medical School was concerned, the Institute was almost
a total loss-or words to that effect. I mentioned that the Department of
Psychiatry was eyeing it as a means of solving its much needed space
problems, and that other university departments had similar designs which
were not in accord with the idea of a governing body with a new idea. Dr.
Welch looked at me gravely and incredulously and then withdrew shaking
his head, as much as to say that here was a young man not to be trusted.
In any event things were rapidly coming to the boiling point within the
clinical departments of the Medical School. The powerful heads of the De-
partments of Medicine and Surgery felt that Dean Winternitz, having done
his job by getting the school on its feet in the 1920s, had let them down in
the 1930s and had dissipated the much needed funds of the school on im-
practical schemes. What little money was available in those depression
years had all been drained away on this grandiose and highly theoretical
cause.
In 1935 when the question of Winternitz's reappointment came up, a
reappointment which had to be made every five years, he was replaced by
Dr. Stanhope Bayne-Jones.
To Winter the blow was a cruel one; to have the men whom he had
picked so carefully turn against him. Making it even harder came the realiza-
tion that during his fifteen years as Dean he had been so busy that he had
neglected to keep up with the science of pathology to the extent that he felt
himself practically unable to go back to its teaching or even to the running
of the Department.
But Winternitz survived as a dedicated supporter of the Yale Medical
School. He quickly surmounted his disappointment and went on to accom-
plish distinguished work in the field of pathology for another fifteen years.
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His loyalty and hopes for the school remained unimpaired to the end.
Throughout this story it is evident that once he had put his heart and soul
in the Yale Medical School he would continue. Up until the time of his re-
tirement from the school in 1950, his efforts on its behalf remained not only
dedicated but devoted. One would have thought that he might have become
permanently embittered. But if anyone deserves to be done in bronze and
placed in a prominent position on the campus of the Yale Medical School,
it should be Dean M. C. Winternitz.
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